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The purpose of this paper is to analyse how participants learn in small business advisory 
programmes and to explore the impact of these learning programmes on the development 
of reflective learning dispositions in participants. The research involves two case studies of 
small business advisory programmes in Queensland, a state of Australia. One involves 
training in the use of GPS/GIS technology amongst rural SMEs and the other seeks to 
develop improved management and operational capabilities in regional and metropolitan 
manufacturing SMEs. Face to face semi-structured interviews were conducted throughout 
rural, regional and metropolitan Queensland with participants, trainers and senior 
executives in the administering organisations that ran the programmes. Learning in these 
programmes occurs through a combination of interaction with others and the adoption of 
practice-based and learner-centred processes. The impact of the programmes on 
participants includes the development of reflective learning dispositions, improved 
confidence in learning and appreciation of the value of new knowledge to their business. 
The research suggests that small business training programmes have the potential to affect 
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Learning in and beyond small business advisory programs 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Small business advisory programs have become an increasing focus of policies designed to promote 
the development of a knowledge or learning economy (Asheim and Isaksen 2003; Cheng, Chan and 
Mahmood 2009; Galloway, Anderson, Brown and Wilson 2005; Morgan 1997). This paper is 
concerned with how participants learn in small business advisory programs and the implications 
learning processes have for ongoing learning beyond completion of the program. The literature on 
small business training suggests there are problems with traditional structured training for small 
business managers who are suspicious of formal instruction and who lack resources and time for 
formal training programs (Barrett 2006). In addition, small business education in formal settings has 
been criticised for emphasising theory over practice and for being teacher rather than student 
centred (Galloway, Anderson, Brown and Wilson 2005). This literature has identified the benefits 
of programs which are delivered by mentors with practical experience (Barrett 2006), which are 
tailored to participant needs and encourage active learning (Ehrich and Billett 2004) or which use 
intermediaries to bridge the gap between academic knowledge and business practice (Ylinenpää 
2005).  This paper seeks to add to this body of work by drawing on models of learning which 
encourage critical reflection in learning to better explain how participants learn in small business 
programs. In essence, this literature suggests that the development of critical insights into actions 
and their effects is possible through interactions with others, through application to immediate 
practical contexts and through experiential testing (Dewey, 1933; Dyke 2006; Schön, 1983).  
 
The literature on reflective practice suggests that reflective learning depends on the development of 
a critical awareness of the limitations of existing ways of doing things, openness to new ideas, new 
insights and alternative approaches (Barnett, 2004; Roglio and Light, 2009). In this view, it is 
practice based models of learning combined with interactions with others that facilitate the 
development of these reflective dispositions amongst practitioners (Dyke 2006; Schön, 1983; 
Meyers, 1991).  Through the provision of reflective learning experiences, small business programs 
might encourage the development of critical dispositions amongst participants (typically small 
business executives), which have been shown elsewhere to be an important enduring foundation of 
organisational learning (Cohen and Levinthal 1991; Schön, 1983) and therefore critical in the 
context of the learning or knowledge economy. 
 
2. Learning in and beyond small business advisory programs 
 
Small business advisory programs have the potential to develop a model of learning which 
encourages critical reflective practice. Such a model has several features as articulated by Dyke 
(2006): ‘a consideration of the context and experience of others, familiarity with received wisdom, 
reflection on these, and the use of the first-hand experience of the learner’ (p. 106).. As such, this 
approach necessarily involves first a diffusion of authority, avoiding the idea that knowledge rests 
with a particular individual (the facilitator of the program). Instead the facilitator is a manager of 
resources and creates a space within which small business managers can contribute to the shaping 
of the subject matter. As such, the learner is acknowledged as having practical experience, beliefs 
and theories which should be brought into the learning process. These are adult learners, who have 
life experience, a desire to learn, and a context for the immediate application of their knowledge 
(Kolb, 1984; Roglio and Light, 2009).  
 
Second, business advisory programs are more likely to encourage reflective learning if they involve 
the creation of contexts within which knowledge can be given meaning in terms of its practical 
usage by entrepreneurs, managers, professionals and organisations. The concept of reflective 
practice captures the applied basis of learning in business advisory programs, in which participants 
reflect-in-action such that their learning shapes what they do while they are doing it (Schön, 1983). 
 
 
Third, as the process of social exchange is the mechanism through which knowledge and meaning 
are created, the role of the small business program facilitator is to create relationships and 
interactions that enable learning from others (Wenger and Snyder, 2000; Wenger, 1998). Drawing 
on the insights of John Dewey, Hoban (1999) offers a theoretical articulation of the key features of 
learning from others, involving common visions, collective goals, a sharing of experiences and 
group decision-making (1999: 171-172). Learning communities involve action learning in which 
colleagues address relevant problems, reflect on their practice, share ideas and provide feedback 
(1999: 175). Importantly, the learning experience enables learners to confront questions raised by 
others, consider perspectives that had not previously been considered, share difficulties and 
problems and become of aware of problems that were previously unrecognised (Dyke 2006; 
Meyers, 1991; Roglio and Light, 2009).  
 
The value of ideas and knowledge of others is somewhat neglected in models of learning which 
exclusively emphasise the importance of practice and experience, such as those of Kolb, Lewin and 
Schön, which have been criticised as individualistic. Such approaches tend to neglect the 
importance of learning from others, or what is sometimes referred to as ‘secondary experience’ 
(Jarvis 1999). This is why Dyke (2006) argues for a ‘social model of experiential learning’ which 
recognises the value of engagement with others in the learning process. As Ord (2009) has 
suggested, the somewhat simplistic representation of Kolb’s experiential learning model as 
involving learning by doing, has resulted in a dualism involving the separation of concrete 
experience from theories and ideas (p. 496) (Dyke 2006; Jarvis 1999).  
 
As such, business advisory programs that incorporate both practice-based or experiential learning 
models with those that encourage interaction with the knowledge and ideas of others have greater 
potential to lead to a transformation of the entrepreneur, manager or business owner by involving 
them in critical reflection on the very practice that is the spirit of being an entrepreneur, manager or 
business owner. At its core, this requires the development of a commitment to learning including a 
desire to acquire and use knowledge and the valuing of new knowledge.Such an approach has 
resonance with the literature on reflective practitioners and reflective executives. In addition, it 
requires an open mindedness or capacity to reflect on and challenge ways of doing things within the 
firm and within its environment (Roglio and Light, 2009). It is the engagement with others and with 
theory, knowledge and ideas that encourages a more critical reflection involving ‘doubt, scepticism 
and hunger to learn and to resolve problems’ (Dyke 2006: 1017) than that which is possible through 
a more individualistic reflection on one’s own action (Usher, Bryant and Johnston 1997).  
 
3. Method 
Case selection 
Our case selection was guided by ‘replication logic’ rather than sampling logic.  As such, each case 
was used as a different site or opportunity to verify or refute  our previous findings – rather than as 
a statistically representative site for the entire population. This has enabled us to improve the 
robustness of our theory building by pattern matching across cases (Yin, 1993). We have included 
two business advisory programs in the study. As our objective is to understand the processes of 
learning in and beyond small business advisory programs, both of our cases involved a small 
business advisory service designed to improve firm capabilities of various kinds as explained 
below. Further, there are differences across the programs in the way in the program was delivered 
(for example, exclusively within the enterprise or involving several enterprises, one-off or repeat 
interactions with trainers) and the types of participant firms (manufacturing, rural/regional) which 
allowed us to seek to observe the same theoretical patterns in otherwise different cases.  
Our first case study is based on a program offered by QMI Solutions: the Microscope Action Plan 
(MAP). QMI solutions is an independent not-for-profit organisation partly funded by government 
whose aim is to promote manufacturing excellence through a range of activities including research 
and training to support the implementation of world’s best practice and technologies in 
manufacturing firms.  Our second case study involves a program run by various regional groups, 
beginning with the GPS/GIS training developed by the Queensland Rural Industry Training Council 
(QRITC). QRITC is a fee for service organisation that receives some program funding from 
government and provides a range of brokerage, advisory, project management and resource 
development services in rural and regional Queensland.  
The advisory service offered by QMI Solutions in the form of the MAP program involved a senior 
manager from the firm and a group of participants with deep understanding of the firm and its 
processes. Participant firms were predominantly manufacturing enterprises. The team members 
completed a questionnaire covering organisation and culture; manufacturing cycle times, quality, 
plant and equipment, innovation, engineering operations and practice, product development process 
and business management. The firm was provided with an initial benchmark which compared its 
performance across the range of topic areas with a standard nominated as world class. Tailored 
workshops of between one and five days were then delivered on site at the enterprise addressing the 
issues raised through the benchmarking exercise, thereby improving their immediate practical 
application in the firm. Workshops involved participants in practical activities, such as drawing up a 
new factory layout. In addition, follow up sessions were provided in order to assist in the 
implementation of the new or improved process or to report back on the findings from the 
diagnostic tools. Follow up sessions occurred up to 12 months after the initial intervention.  
 
The QRITC training was in essence designed to enhance knowledge about and experience using 
GPS/GIS technology which was new to the organisation and industry including the effective 
application of that technology and its integration into on-farm management practices. Participants 
were predominantly rural and regional enterprises including many in remote locations. The 
GPS/GIS course dealt with basic GPS unit operations, recording way points, using a track file, 
plotting infrastructure and practical uses of GPS. GIS training included use of relevant software, 
obtaining property maps and using them for pasture and stock management, collecting and sharing 
shape files and other GIS data, manipulating layers, obtaining and basic interpretation of satellite or 
aerial imagery, adding layers and attributes to imagery, adding attribute files and data to maps. 
Participants underwent training sometime between September 2004 and September 2008. 
Participants’ time spent in training was variable. There were 3 different training sessions of usually 
1 to 2 days each. The days for these sessions varied between training sessions. The minimum was 1 
day through to a maximum of 4 days. 
 
Interviews 
In late 2007 and through 2008 a total of 66 face to face semi-structured interviews ranging in length 
from 20 minutes through to over 2 hours were conducted throughout rural, regional and 
metropolitan Queensland, a state of Australia. Interviews were conducted in 2008 with participants, 
trainers and senior executives in the administering organisations that ran the GIS/GPS and MAP 
programs. Interviewees therefore represented a variety of perspectives with the intention of limiting 
bias by ‘using numerous and highly knowledgeable informants who view the focal phenomena from 
diverse perspectives’ (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 28).  Interviews were semi-structured so 
that there was some flexibility to capture the diversity of views but this was balanced with sufficient 
consistency to provide some basis for organisation of the data (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994).  
 
The use of retrospective interviews was necessary because we were interested in learning processes 
extending beyond completion of the program. There are several potential problems with 
retrospective interviewing that we sought to address in our research design. These problems include 
memory lapses which are particularly problematic for uneventful incidents and rationalization or the 
attempt to make things seem positive after the event (Miller, Cardinal and Glick, 1997). We 
followed standard procedures for dealing with these problems (Forgues and Vandangeon-Derumes, 
2001). First, we selected interviewees who were directly involved in the program and who would 
have therefore spent several days of their time in the initial training and are more likely to 
remember events associated with the program. Our sampling technique for the selection of 
interviewees also sought to minimise the likelihood of effects resulting from memory lapses. 
Interviewee selection involved an initial approach by QMI or QRITC to all program participants 
seeking volunteers for participation in an analysis of the impact of the program. This should have 
resulted in the exclusion of interviewees with little memory of the program. As our objective was to 
understand implications for learning beyond completion of the program, the selection of 
interviewees for whom the program had an enduring impact was appropriate. Second, interviewees 
were not pushed to answer questions if they indicated little or no memory of an event of an effect. 
Third, interviewees were asked to discuss the learning processes they adopt in their firm before they 
were asked to identify causal connections with participation in the program in order to limit 
rationalization bias. Finally, our analysis techniques involved careful comparison across interviews 
seeking recurring patterns of learning processes and outcomes. 
 
The interview questions focused on characteristics of the program including how it was delivered 
(the frequency and length of workshops), the extent and nature of interaction with other 
participants, the extent the subject matter was tailored to the context or the participant needs, and 
the content of the training (e.g. instruction in abstract theory, case studies, practical applications). 
Further we inquired as to how participation in the program affected the participants reflection and 
learning beyond completion of the program.   
 Analysis 
The interviews have all been transcribed, coded and analysed using qualitative analysis software. 
We followed established procedures for the analysis of qualitative data (Miles and Huberman, 
1994) by undertaking initial coding and identification of themes, relating our findings to the 
literature, re-analysing and recoding data in light of emerging patters and ultimately developing 
theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Regular project meetings involving the authors of the study and project 
research assistants involved close examination and discussion of data, codes and emerging patterns 
and themes.  
 
4. Learning in and beyond small business advisory programs 
 
The following data suggest that participants in small business advisory programs learn through 
practice based and collective experiences which affect their desire and capability to learn beyond 
the confines of the program. Three themes emerged from the data regarding the foundations of 
learning in the program which were the program’s focus on learning from others, the fact that it was 
‘practice’ oriented and finally the tailoring of the program to the needs and context of the individual 
learner.  These characteristics in turn affected the desire and confidence of participants to pursue 
further learning experiences beyond completion of the program.  
 
Learning from others 
The advisory service offered by QMI Solutions in the form of the MAP program created a 
collective learning experience, bringing together a senior manager from the firm and a group of 
participants who were identified as having intimate knowledge of the firm and its processes. 
Interaction amongst the team members and with the advisor was encouraged throughout the process 
from benchmarking through workshops and follow-up sessions. Interviewees reported that a critical 
impact of the knowledge exchange process associated with the QMI intervention involved the 
development of learning practices within the firm that enabled them to identify problems and 
solutions through social interaction. As one interviewee explained, this created a new awareness of 
the ability to learn from others in that “all the answers to the problems that we have, somebody 
knows, somebody’s dealing with it”. (MU001). This is akin to a learning community in which 
colleagues and collaborators work together to provide collective feedback, creating a sense of 
mutuality or group ownership of problems and solutions (Hoban, 1999; Brown and Duguid, 2001). 
 
The creation of a collective learning experience was also a fundamental element of the QRITC 
GPS/GIS program; however it took a different form. Participants were grouped into training clusters 
in order to facilitate the formation of a support network within their cluster. Participants were 
encouraged to first overcome issues and problems amongst themselves and to contact trainers for 
assistance by telephone or email if they were unable to resolve the issue. The value of the collective 
learning experience was emphasised as a basis of learning: 
 
“I feel that it’s not the knowledge I myself carry but it’s the knowledge of all those 
people that I’ve made contact with: it’s opened me up to a library of people and other 
resources out there that I can now go and collect (GU005)” 
 
This is a different process to the QMI program, as it involves a collective learning experience based 
on interaction with program participants from different enterprises who were willing to share 
insights regarding the use of the GPS/GIS technology in their farm business. It was the commonly 
held suspicion and fear of the use of technology that united the participants. Participants shared 
common goals and experiences which created a sense of mutuality that supported interactive 
learning enabling them to share practical knowledge regarding the use of GPS/GIS technology 
(Wenger and Snyder, 2000; Wenger, 1998). Like the QMI program, there was also a collective 
experience or sense of mutuality developed between the trainer and the participants. In the GPS/GIS 
program, trainers were typically farmers or graziers who shared life experiences with participants. 
Participants explained that the ‘closeness’ of the trainers to the learners helped play a role in this 
demystification of technology, enabling participants to develop confidence in learning new 
technological applications in their (typically) grazier enterprises: 
 
I could show them that someone like myself could use it so they could understand as 
well...  He’s a mate and I trust him.  It was about, it really was about lessening that 
fear factor for them... (GU021) 
 
 Whether or not the social learning experience involved members of the same or different firms, or 
social interaction between the trainer and firm participants, it resulted in an increased awareness of 
the existence of valuable knowledge which can be acquired through interaction with others who 
share similar business needs and experiences. 
 
Tailoring/ learner centred  
Interviewees from the MAP program emphasised the critical importance of tailoring of the program 
to the immediate practical problems and context of the enterprise. To the extent that interviewees 
were critical of the training program, they drew attention to the questionnaire approach involved in 
benchmarking and the generic nature of training ‘tools’ (consisting of spreadsheets, forms, 
checklists, games for training and development) used in the workshops which were more akin to a 
transmission model of teaching and learning (Fuller et al., 2005; Ghoshal, 2005). However, 
participants explained that they were encouraged to use the tools in the context of their own self-
evaluation and monitoring of their business enterprise and that facilitators assisted them in using 
tools in order to resolve problems in their own enterprise.  
 
We’ve been working with them to come up with a package that will suit us, so I suppose it’s 
a two way street where they’re proposing something and we’re kicking ideas backwards and 
forwards (MU015) 
 
In that sense, facilitators in the QMI program allowed for the practical experience of the business 
manager to be brought into the learning process (Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1983). This is essential in the 
recognition that adult learners have prior experiences and knowledge and should be active in 
bringing that repertoire of knowledge to the learning experience (Kolb, 1984). In the QRITC 
program, training was also learner rather than trainer centred. The selection criteria for trainers 
emphasised their ability to be accepted by their host community and build relationships with their 
training groups. The program coordinators replaced trainers who were not able to build effective 
relationships with the largely rural landholder participants. The process of tailoring the training to 
match the needs of the users is evidence of the learner centred nature of the program: 
…it was tailored to suit regional bodies and the way that we use GIS … So I guess the 
training itself didn’t have to be altered when you came to using it on a day to day basis 
(GU013). 
Tailoring to regional needs resulted in the program differing across regions such as Cape York and 
the Northern Gulf in Queensland. Because of the high prevalence of fires in Cape York, participants 
in that region were given training in the use of GPS and GIS in fire management. The high stock 
units per hectare in the Northern Gulf region meant that participants received more emphasis on 
pasture and herd management in their training.  As such, the program did not follow a proscribed 
format in which trainers delivered predefined content. Instead, participants were given autonomous 
and independent space in which to tailor content to their specific needs (Gergen, 1995; Kolb, 1984).   
 
Practice based 
In the MAP program, trainees explained the way in which knowledge was developed within their 
enterprise through immediate application to their business practice as an important foundation of 
learning: 
 
“It’s really you’re working with a company and you say this is what best practice is and they 
say that won’t work because of this, and sitting down and nutting out with the more capable 
people in that organisation ways of making it work… (MT003)” 
 
“So you’ve got to try and bring it back to what they experience on the shop floor (MT002)’ 
 
In that sense, participants co-created knowledge with their trainers by modifying it to suit the needs 
of their business context (Gergen, 1995; Schön, 1995). By being forced to adapt the knowledge to 
their own experience, participants became active learners. This had enduring effects on their 
willingness to carry through with changes and follow-ups that emerged from their learning 
experience because they felt that they had been involved in developing the new experience for the 
business. Participants explained that this created a sense of ownership of the resulting changes that 
were implemented in the business because they were seen as being created by the participants in 
collaboration with the trainers (MU0003) (Schön, 1995; Brown and Duguid, 2001).  
 
In the QRITC program, training was also practical in nature. It was delivered face to face in 
workshops, with the aid of training manuals and cheat sheets. Training involved practical examples 
of uses for the technology. Participants in the program were encouraged to make suggestions to 
trainers about how they would use the technology so that trainers could assist them in learning 
specific applications of the technology to their business. The types of application of the technology 
that were practiced in training sessions included mapping and planning property improvements, 
calculating paddock sizes, measuring out waterholes, fencing conservation areas and producing 
mapping for inclusion in reports and legislation requirements. Training normally occurred at the 
property of one of the participants where the trainer stayed for several days, further enhancing the 
immediate practical relevance of the program to participants. Interviewees indicated that the trainers 
required them to practice the skills many times in the training program, so that use of the 
technology became an unconscious process (GU020). Learning came from the immediate 
experience of using the technology (Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1995).  
 
Learning beyond the program 
Because the MAP program involved practical and learner centred processes, participants become 
exposed to new knowledge outside of the firm which had immediate practical relevance to the 
firm’s operations. Through this process they gained an enhanced awareness of the value of 
knowledge to the business. Participants in the QMI program therefore became more inquisitive and 
open to new knowledge acquisition, particularly from outside of the firm. This resulted in an 
enhanced commitment to learning including the desire to acquire and use knowledge. As such, the 
program encouraged participants to increase what Donald Schön (1983) described as their 
‘repertoire’ of past experience, routines, examples and memories that practitioners use to ‘think on 
their feet’. The program made participants aware of the limitations of ‘knowing-in-action’ in which 
they carry on activities, drawing on their existing repertoire of experience, without conscious 
deliberation.  Instead, participants learned the value of expanding their repertoire, so that they could 
reflect-on-action. Program participants questioned their practice and sought ideas that enabled them 
to improve their practice (Dewey, 1933; Schön, 1983).  
 
“Once you start to look at it you’re more inquisitive to other people as to what they’re doing 
and how they’re doing it; looking at different ways of doing things … I think it’s sort of a 
snowball sort of a thing. You sort of find yourself constantly thinking about where you can 
improve and what other people are doing and where that’ll work. (MU011) 
 
It was not just the acquisition of knowledge that participants found important, but the fact that they 
learned to learn (Jones 2006), which enabled them to develop insights which were not necessarily 
planned in the program content. It was that they learned to value the generation of new ideas: 
 
So it’s giving staff the opportunity to think a lot more laterally, to develop ideas or                                                    
whatever– and it could be something completely different from what they’ve learnt. But it’s 
how about this for an idea? Or how about that for an idea? It’s running with those ideas or 
growing (MU002) 
 
In the QRITC program, the processes of practice based, collective learning described above also 
encouraged participants to expand their ‘repertoire’ but in this case it was because the program 
helped them to overcome the ‘fear’ of learning and in so doing opened the possibility of further 
learning. In the context of a collective learning environment, participants were able to share their 
fear of technology, receive validation from others who experienced similar fears and in so doing 
reduce their self-doubt which opened their mind and improved their confidence for further learning. 
Participants overcame their fear of the ‘loss of the stable state’ (Schön, 1983). The experience of 
learning itself created the confidence for further learning (Jones, 2006).  
 
“That they know that having learnt something to understand a difficult process – a difficult 
program – that they probably have further abilities to do the same thing and to go out and to 
tack something’ (GU017) 
 
“So yeah I guess it gives you confidence to look and to do other things and new things and 
don’t just think that you couldn’t do it (GU016).” 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
This paper investigated the learning processes in two case study small business policy programs and 
examined the effect on the development of critical reflective learning dispositions amongst 
participants in the program. The findings have implications for the design of small business 
programs that have a learning and innovation objective. First, the design of programs needs to pay 
attention to the role of the ‘trainer’ and the content of the program. As these programs involve 
‘adult learners’ who bring their own experience and insight into the program, it is essential that the 
trainer becomes a facilitator in the learning process, allowing participants to shape the subject 
matter and become ‘active participants’ in the learning process (Dewey, 1933; Schön, 1983). The 
content of the program should be tailored to the needs of the small business owner participant, who 
should be given the opportunity to identify knowledge that is relevant to the practical needs of 
his/her business enterprise and the program should involve opportunities for practical application of 
the knowledge to the business enterprise (Ehrich and Billett 2004). The use of cases or action 
learning projects offers one such approach to experiential learning (Kolb, 1984). This finding 
accords with prior research which suggests that ‘expansive learning’, in which learning materials 
are not stable or predetermined, depends on training practitioners carrying knowledge and skills 
across contexts and adapting or reshaping that knowledge and experience in response to the context 
(Down 2011). 
 
Second, the program should facilitate interactions between participants (either within or between 
firms) and between the trainer and the participant which facilitates dialogue that drives learning 
(Wenger and Snyder, 2000; Wenger, 1998). This enables participants to be challenged by others, to 
receive validation regarding shared problems and to consider perspectives of which they were 
previously unaware (Dewey, 1933; Meyers, 1991). As Roglio and Light (2009, p. 159) explain, this 
as a foundation for critical thinking in which learners ‘become aware of and question the tacit 
mental models that influence decision-making processes and actions’; what others have referred to 
as deutero-learning, deliberate or meta-learning (Argyris, 2003; Zollo and Winter, 2003; Visser, 
2007): 
 
In summary, the research suggests that training programs adopting a model of learning 
incorporating both experiential and social learning processes as advocated by Dyke (2006), have the 
potential to affect the development of reflective dispositions in participants which is of critical 
importance to small business programs which seek to contribute to the development of a learning or 
knowledge economy. There is increasing evidence that learning experiences offer more than the 
possibility for the acquisition of knowledge or skills, but include the development of dispositions 
which equip learners for participation in an ‘unknowable future’ (Barnett, 2004). The small 
business advisory programs explored in this paper resulted in participants opening their minds to 
new ideas and developing the confidence for ongoing learning, which are foundations of critical 
thinking and reflective practice (Roglio and Light, 2009; Schön, 1983). In essence, participants 
learned to learn (Jones 2006). As such, small business advisory programs have the potential to 
encourage the development of elements of reflective practice in which participants go on to 
challenge and reflect on their business such that their business can evolve, through further learning 
and change, in the context of increasing environmental uncertainty which characterises the 
knowledge economy (Barnett, 2004; Roglio and Light, 2009).  This finding would seem to accord 
with research on the long term effects of higher education, in which the higher education experience 
affects attitudes towards learning well beyond the time of graduation (Brooks and Everett 2008). 
 
The research reported in this paper has focused on the learning processes that occur within and 
beyond small business advisory programs. Further research is necessary to understand variation in 
the outcomes for particular learners, as well as the extent of generalisation of findings to other small 
business advisory programs. Our data indicate that each of the programs had particular effects on 
participant learning. The GPS/GIS program impacted on feelings of confidence and fear and the 
MAP program influenced the extent to which participants valued knowledge for their business, 
although these effects were not observed amongst all participants in the program. While both of 
these outcomes are an important basis for ongoing learning, further research is necessary to explain 
the variation across and within the programs which might be attributable to the characteristics and 
needs of individual participants within the program. 
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